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The  Glass  Ceiling  for  Remotely 
Piloted  Aircraft 


Lt  Col  Lawrence  Spinetta,  PhD,  USAF 

Those  who  by  valorous  ways  become  princes,  like  these  men,  acquire  a  prin¬ 
cipality  with  difficulty,  but  they  keep  it  with  ease. 


— Niccolo  Machiavelli,  1513 


hough  written  500  years  ago,  Machiavelli's  The  Prince  remains  a 


seminal  treatise  on  the  art  of  acquiring  and  maintaining  politi- 


-1^  cal  power.  The  book  contains  many  aphorisms,  but  the  observa¬ 
tion  that  acquiring  power  is  more  difficult  than  losing  it  reflects  the  or¬ 
ganizational  politics  of  the  US  Air  Force.  The  service  gained  its 
independence  in  1947  due  in  no  small  part  to  the  valor  of  pilots  during 
World  War  II.  Since  then,  aviators  have  dominated  Air  Force  leader¬ 
ship.  Indeed,  a  nonpilot  has  never  led  the  service. 

The  selection  of  the  individual  who  runs  the  Air  Force  is  important 
because  the  development  of  new  ways  of  fighting  depends  on  the  sup¬ 
port  of  senior  leaders.  It  is  human  nature  to  pursue  initiatives  that  re¬ 
inforce  vested  interests  rather  than  adopt  disruptive  new  weapons  and 
doctrine.  Given  that  tendency,  Stephen  Rosen,  a  leading  scholar  on 
military  innovation,  observes  that  military  organizations  rarely  em¬ 
brace  new  ways  of  fighting  without  the  creation  of  new  promotion 
paths  to  senior  ranks.  In  fact,  Rosen  says  that  innovation  within  the 
armed  forces  normally  proceeds  “only  as  fast  as  the  rate  at  which 
young  officers  rise  to  the  top.”1  Advocates  of  change  find  protectors 
and  patrons,  experiment  doctrinally,  and  slowly  climb  the  promotional 
ladder,  contending  with  rivals  for  control  over  the  direction  of  a  mili¬ 
tary  service. 


July-August  201 3 


Air  &  Space  Power  Journal  |  1 01 


Report  Documentation  Page 

Form  Approved 

OMB  No.  0704-0188 

Public  reporting  burden  for  the  collection  of  information  is  estimated  to  average  1  hour  per  response,  including  the  time  for  reviewing  instructions,  searching  existing  data  sources,  gathering  and 
maintaining  the  data  needed,  and  completing  and  reviewing  the  collection  of  information.  Send  comments  regarding  this  burden  estimate  or  any  other  aspect  of  this  collection  of  information, 
including  suggestions  for  reducing  this  burden,  to  Washington  Headquarters  Services,  Directorate  for  Information  Operations  and  Reports,  1215  Jefferson  Davis  Highway,  Suite  1204,  Arlington 

VA  22202-4302.  Respondents  should  be  aware  that  notwithstanding  any  other  provision  of  law,  no  person  shall  be  subject  to  a  penalty  for  failing  to  comply  with  a  collection  of  information  if  it 
does  not  display  a  currently  valid  OMB  control  number. 

1.  REPORT  DATE 

AUG  2013  2.  REPORT  TYPE 

3.  DATES  COVERED 

00-00-2013  to  00-00-2013 

4.  TITLE  AND  SUBTITLE 

The  Glass  Ceiling  for  Remotely  Piloted  Aircraft 

5a.  CONTRACT  NUMBER 

5b.  GRANT  NUMBER 

5c.  PROGRAM  ELEMENT  NUMBER 

6.  AUTHOR(S) 

5d.  PROJECT  NUMBER 

5e.  TASK  NUMBER 

5f.  WORK  UNIT  NUMBER 

7.  PERFORMING  ORGANIZATION  NAME(S)  AND  ADDRESS(ES) 

Air  Force  Research  Institute, Air  &  Space  Power  Journal  ,155  N.  Twining 
Street, Maxwell  AFB,AL, 361 12-6026 

8.  PERFORMING  ORGANIZATION 

REPORT  NUMBER 

9.  SPONSORING/MONITORING  AGENCY  NAME(S)  AND  ADDRESS(ES) 

10.  SPONSOR/MONITOR'S  ACRONYM(S) 

11.  SPONSOR/MONITOR'S  REPORT 
NUMBER(S) 

12.  DISTRIBUTION/AVAILABILITY  STATEMENT 

Approved  for  public  release;  distribution  unlimited 

13.  SUPPLEMENTARY  NOTES 

14.  ABSTRACT 

15.  SUBJECT  TERMS 

16.  SECURITY  CLASSIFICATION  OF:  17.  LIMITATION  OF 

_ _ _  ABSTRACT 

18.  NUMBER  19a.  NAME  OF 

OF  PAGES  RESPONSIBLE  PERSON 

a.  REPORT  b.  ABSTRACT  c.  THIS  PAGE  Same  OS 

unclassified  unclassified  unclassified  Report  (SAR) 

18 

Standard  Form  298  (Rev.  8-98) 

Prescribed  by  ANSI  Std  Z39-18 


V  Views 


In  line  with  Rosen’s  theory,  Gen  Norton  Schwartz,  Air  Force  chief  of 
staff  from  2008  to  2012,  championed  personnel  policies  that  sought  to 
build  a  remotely  piloted  aircraft  (RPA)  constituency.  In  October  2010, 
he  directed  the  creation  of  a  new  career  held— 18X,  RPA  Pilot.2  How¬ 
ever,  the  initiative  to  establish  a  viable  promotion  path  for  this  new 
way  of  fighting  appears  to  be  faltering. 

In  June  2011,  Secretary  of  Defense  Robert  Gates,  citing  low  promo¬ 
tion  rates  for  RPA  operators,  directed  the  Air  Force  to  "increase  oppor¬ 
tunities  for  highly  skilled  members  of  the  UAS  [unmanned  aircraft  sys¬ 
tems]  military  community  to  reach  senior  leadership  positions,” 
emphasizing  that  "General  Officers  originating  from  this  community 
are  critical  to  our  institutional  goals.”3  In  September  2012,  Senate  Ma¬ 
jority  Leader  Harry  Reid  and  Carl  Levin,  chairman  of  the  Senate 
Armed  Services  Committee,  sent  a  letter  chronicling  persistently  lower 
and  declining  promotion  rates  for  officers  in  the  RPA  career  held  to  the 
Government  Accountability  Office,  calling  for  an  investigation  of  Air 
Force  personnel  policies.  The  lawmakers  noted  that  during  the  last 
five  years,  promotion  percentages  for  RPA  personnel  to  the  rank  of  ma¬ 
jor  dropped  from  96  to  78  percent,  compared  with  a  range  of  91  to  96 
percent  for  Airmen  in  other  career  fields.  Reid  and  Levin  implored, 
"Given  the  extent  to  which  we  increasingly  depend  upon  RPA  person¬ 
nel  to  conduct  military  missions  of  strategic  importance  to  our  nation, 
we  believe  that  we  must  take  rapid  and  proactive  steps  to  ensure  that 
these  personnel  are  rewarded,  rather  than  disadvantaged  for  their 
choice  in  career  path.”4 

Responding  to  Reid  and  Levin's  call  for  an  investigation,  an  Air  Force 
spokesman  acknowledged  institutional  "challenges”  and  noted  that 
promotion  rates  for  new  career  fields  often  take  time  to  stabilize.5  Cer¬ 
tainly,  low  promotion  rates  are  not  surprising  in  light  of  the  Air  Force’s 
initial  decision  to  staff  its  RPA  force  in  an  ad  hoc  fashion  with  medi¬ 
cally  disqualified  pilots  and  nonvolunteers,  many  of  whom  were  not 
necessarily  stellar  performers  from  other  aviation  communities.  One 
Predator  commander  lamented  that  his  team  consisted  of  the  "sick, 
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lame,  or  lazy.”6  In  a  2008  speech,  General  Schwartz  admitted  that  Air 
Force  personnel  policies  had  turned  the  RPA  community  into  a  "leper 
colony,"  acknowledging  the  institutional  "stigma”  associated  with  RPA 
assignments.7  Ultimately,  his  vow  to  address  the  issue  led  him  to  create 
the  18X  career  held.  Moreover,  the  lack  of  career-broadening  and  pro¬ 
fessional  military  education  opportunities— the  result  of  personnel  poli¬ 
cies  that  for  years  prevented  permanent  changes  of  station— may  also 
be  to  blame.8 

One  may  reasonably  believe,  as  the  Air  Force  spokesman  suggested, 
that  promotion  rates  to  held  grade  ranks  may  bottom  out  and  improve. 
The  18X  career  held  will  develop  Airmen  with  more  competitive  re¬ 
cords.  However,  the  situation  is  quite  different  for  promotion  to  flag 
rank.  By  design  or  effect,  a  bottleneck  exists  that  guarantees  a  glass 
ceiling  (i.e.,  a  barrier  to  advancement)  for  RPA  officers.  This  article  de¬ 
scribes  that  bottleneck  and  suggests  that  the  Air  Force  take  action  to 
break  the  glass  ceiling  to  flag  rank. 

Specifically,  it  seeks  (1)  to  help  the  Air  Force  identify  and  remove  a 
key  obstacle  to  institutionalizing  RPAs,  a  new  way  of  fighting  that  has 
proven  indispensable  over  the  last  decade  of  war,  and  (2)  to  inform 
service  efforts  to  meet  a  provision  of  the  National  Defense  Authoriza¬ 
tion  Act  for  Fiscal  Year  2013.  Not  satisfied  with  the  Air  Force's  response 
to  Reid  and  Levin's  letter  to  the  Government  Accountability  Office, 
Congress  enacted  a  legislative  requirement  for  the  service  to  submit  a 
report  no  later  than  June  2013.  It  must  include  detailed  analysis  of  the 
reasons  for  persistently  lower  average  promotion  rates  for  RPA  pilots,  a 
plan  to  raise  such  rates,  and  a  description  of  the  near-term  and  longer- 
term  actions  that  the  service  intends  to  undertake  to  implement  the 
plan.9  From  an  institutional  perspective,  sections  of  this  article  may 
make  for  uncomfortable  reading.  However,  like  a  fighter  pilot's  post¬ 
mission  debriefing,  this  frank  discussion  wishes  to  help  build  a  stron¬ 
ger  Air  Force. 

Undoubtedly,  building  a  constituency  for  disruptive  innovation  is 
difficult— just  look  at  the  birth  of  our  own  service.  Institutionally,  the 
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Army  did  not  like  Billy  Mitchell's  tone  or  his  message  about  the  air¬ 
plane,  a  new  technology  that  revolutionized  warfare.  But  the  Air  Force 
has  the  enviable  quality  of  inspiring  leaders  who  embrace  technologi¬ 
cal  change  and  do  not  shy  away  from  tackling  institutional  challenges. 
As  Gen  Mark  Welsh,  the  Air  Force  chief  of  staff,  observed,  our  service 
remains  "fueled  by  innovation.”10 

To  emphasize  the  point,  disruptive  innovation  is  nothing  new  for  the 
Air  Force.  The  service  faced  a  remarkably  similar  issue  in  the  1950s  re¬ 
garding  adoption  of  the  intercontinental  ballistic  missile  (ICBM),  the 
first  unmanned  revolution  in  airpower.  At  the  time,  some  officers  con¬ 
sidered  the  ICBM  a  threat  to  the  Air  Force’s  “essence.”11  Yet,  inspired 
leadership  prevailed.  The  second  half  of  this  article  tells  that  story,  de¬ 
scribing  how  Gen  Thomas  D.  White,  vice-chief  (1953-57)  and  fourth 
chief  of  staff  of  the  Air  Force  (1957-61),  shepherded  the  ICBM  into  the 
service's  inventory.  If  history  is  any  predictor,  the  Air  Force  will  build 
a  strong  and  healthy  RPA  community. 


The  Path  to  Flag  Rank 

For  pilots,  the  path  to  general  officer  goes  through  command.  The 
Air  Force's  official  career  path  suggests  that  pilots  must  command  an 
operations  group  and  a  wing  (or  serve  as  a  wing  vice-commander)  to 
become  competitive  for  flag  rank  (see  figure  below).  A  perusal  of  the 
biographies  of  active  duty  generals  available  on  the  Air  Force's  official 
website  reveals  that  wing  command  is  not  only  highly  desired  but  also 
evidently  required  for  promotion  of  a  pilot  to  brigadier  general.12  All 
of  the  generals  served  as  wing  commanders,  with  the  exception  of  a 
physician/ pilot  who  headed  a  medical  group  and  then  became  a  com¬ 
mand  surgeon. 
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Careers  Already  Are  Packed 

Rated  Example 


□  Pipeline:  2  years 

O  MWS  seasoning:  7  years 

□  PME:  3  years 

B  Staff  (Joint):  4  years 

□  Command  Prep:  2  years 
[|  Command:  6  years 


Approximate  promotion  selection  timing 
(the  officer  who  meets  the  board) 


■  No  maneuvering  room  for  first  1 0-1 1  years 
•  IDE,  MWS  experience  meeting  fly  gates 


24th  year 


•  Turning  room  available  here 

•  PME — IDE  or  SDE,  not  both — buys  one  year 


MWS  =  Major  Weapon  System  (i.e.,  type  of  aircraft) 

PME  =  Professional  Military  Education 

FTU  =  Formal  Training  Unit 

WIC  =  Weapons  Instructor  Course 

IDE  =  Intermediate  Developmental  Education 

SAASS  =  School  of  Advanced  Air  and  Space  Studies 

OPSO  =  Operations  Officer  or  Director  of  Operations  (DO) 

SQ/CC  =  Squadron  Commander 

SDE  =  Senior  Developmental  Education 

OG  =  Operations  Group  Commander 

CV  =  Vice  Wing  Commander 

WG/CC  =  Wing  Commander 


Fleet  up  to  Squadron  Command — DO/CC  three  years 
— buys  one  year 

Alternatives  to  Group/CV — one  year  fly  to  WG/CC 
— buys  one  year 


Figure.  Rated-officer  career  path  to  selection  board  for  brigadier  general.  (From 
Greg  Lowrimore,  Air  Force  Colonel  Management  Office,  Wing/Group  Command  PCT 
[Washington,  DC:  Headquarters  Air  Force,  8  April  2013],  33.) 


An  examination  of  the  lineage  of  Air  Force  chiefs  of  staff  and  Air 
Combat  Command  (ACC)  commanders  offers  further  evidence  of  wing 
command  as  an  indispensable  prerequisite  to  rise  to  the  top  levels  of 
the  service.  Every  chief  of  staff  during  the  last  50  years  commanded  a 
wing  during  his  rise.  So  too  did  every  ACC  commander— 10  since  the 
command's  creation  in  1992.  One  should  note  that  selection  of  the  in¬ 
dividual  who  leads  ACC  is  especially  important  because  of  the  com¬ 
mand's  size— the  largest  in  the  Air  Force.  Additionally,  ACC  serves  as 
the  core  function  lead  integrator  for  five  of  the  Air  Force's  12  core 
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functions.13  In  that  capacity,  ACC  acts  as  the  primary  steward  for  the 
development  and  acquisition  of  combat  aircraft,  including  RPAs. 


The  Wing  Command  Bottleneck 

The  way  that  the  Air  Force  chooses  to  held  its  RPA  force  limits  wing- 
command  opportunities  for  RPA  Airmen,  thus  creating  a  career-path 
bottleneck.  Despite  fast-paced  growth  over  the  last  decade  that  led  the 
RPA  community  to  balloon  into  the  second-largest  group  of  aviators  in 
the  Air  Force,  RPA  pilots  have  the  fewest  opportunities  for  wing  com¬ 
mand.14  To  facilitate  the  rapid  expansion  of  the  RPA  force  to  support 
Operation  Iraqi  Freedom  as  well  as  Operation  Enduring  Freedom,  the 
Air  Force  centralized  RPA  management,  establishing  one  massive  RPA 
wing  at  Creech  AFB,  Nevada.  The  432nd  Wing  commander  has  respon¬ 
sibility  for  two  operations  groups  and  eight  squadrons.  That  individual 
also  serves  as  commander  of  the  432nd  Air  Expeditionary  Wing,  a  po¬ 
sition  that  extends  his  or  her  span  of  control  to  operations  on  four  con¬ 
tinents,  including  a  half  dozen  deployed  landing  and  recovery  units.  In 
contrast,  fighter  wings  normally  consist  of  two  or  three  squadrons.15 

With  the  432nd  Wing  commander's  span  of  control  stretched  to  the 
maximum,  the  Air  Force  started  tucking  isolated  RPA  units  under 
wings  dominated  by  other  aircraft.  In  2008  the  Air  Force  stood  up  two 
RPA  squadrons  under  the  27th  Special  Operations  Wing  at  Cannon 
AFB,  New  Mexico.  In  2009  the  service  placed  two  RPA  training  squad¬ 
rons  under  the  49th  Fighter  Wing  (an  F-22  wing)  at  Holloman  AFB, 
New  Mexico.16  The  year  2010  saw  the  Air  Force  assign  an  MQ_-9  Reaper 
squadron  to  the  28th  Bomb  Wing  at  Ellsworth  AFB,  South  Dakota,  and 
another  to  the  509th  Bomb  Wing  at  Whiteman  AFB,  Missouri. 

As  a  rule,  wing  commanders  of  mixed  wings  come  from  the  commu¬ 
nity  that  supplies  the  preponderance  of  forces.  Officers  from  the  mi¬ 
nority  are  relegated  to  vice  wing  command  and  operations  group  com¬ 
mand.  Cases  in  point  include  a  special  operator  who  commands 
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Cannon  AFB,  a  fighter  pilot  in  charge  of  Holloman  AFB,  and  bomber 
pilots  who  head  Ellsworth  AFB  and  Whiteman  AFB.17 

The  Air  Force  plans  to  stand  up  future  RPA  squadrons  almost  en¬ 
tirely  under  the  National  Guard.  Although  this  makes  sense  in  terms 
of  preserving  talent  as  the  Guard's  fighter  squadrons  close,  the  plan 
contributes  to  a  systematic  disenfranchisement  of  RPA  personnel  from 
the  senior  ranks  of  the  active  force.18  Indeed,  the  Air  Force’s  approach 
to  RPA  basing— standing  up  isolated  RPA  units  dominated  by  other 
communities  and  disproportionately  sending  RPA  units  to  the  Guard- 
amounts  to  the  organizational  equivalent  of  political  gerrymandering. 
This  process  results  in  malapportionment  of  institutional  power  that 
overwhelmingly  favors  fighter  pilots.  RPA  personnel  enjoy  one  wing 
command:  Creech  AFB.19  Fighter  pilots,  though,  control  26. 20  In  other 
words,  the  ratio  of  wing-command  opportunities  for  RPA  pilots  versus 
those  who  fly  manned  combat  aircraft  is  a  staggering  l-to-26!  To  put 
that  ratio  into  perspective,  consider  the  fact  that  the  Air  Force  has 
nearly  twice  as  many  RPAs  than  bombers  in  the  active  inventory,  yet 
bomber  pilots  enjoy  three  times  as  many  chances  for  wing  command. 

An  analysis  of  the  ratio  of  fighter-wing  commands  to  squadrons  over 
time  underscores  how  fighter  pilots  have  retained  control  of  the  path¬ 
way  to  senior  ranks  despite  the  declining  structure  of  the  fighter  force. 
In  1964  the  Air  Force  fielded  79  tactical  fighter  squadrons  and  21  tacti¬ 
cal  fighter  wings— a  ratio  of  3.76  to  1.  Today,  the  service  operates  54 
fighter  squadrons,  significantly  fewer  than  in  1964,  yet,  as  mentioned 
above,  it  has  26  fighter  wing  commands— a  ratio  of  2.06  to  l.21 

A  study  conducted  in  2001  noted  that  fighter  pilots  held  67  percent 
of  the  four-star  general  officer  positions  and  commanded  63  percent  of 
all  major  commands,  yet  they  comprise  only  5.3  percent  of  the  force. 
Furthermore,  it  observed  that  “our  last  eight  USAF  Chiefs  of  Staff  have 
been  fighter  pilots  [nine,  if  one  counts  Gen  John  Loh,  an  interim 
chief].  They  constitute  an  elite  group  which  influences,  if  not  outright 
controls,  every  aspect  of  the  Air  Force  institution.”22 
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Since  2001  fighter  pilots  have  largely  consolidated  their  institutional 
hold  on  power.23  Three  more  fighter  chiefs  have  followed  although  the 
dynasty  was  temporarily  interrupted  when  Secretary  of  Defense  Gates 
fired  Gen  T.  Michael  Moseley  and  installed  General  Schwartz,  the  first 
person  without  hghter-/bomber-pilot  credentials  to  become  chief.  In 
summary,  fighter  pilots  disproportionately  influence  the  vision,  doc¬ 
trine,  budgeting,  program  priorities,  and  direction  of  the  Air  Force. 


RPA  Airmen:  Ineligible  to  Command  Their  Own  Wings 

Perhaps  reflecting  the  odds  of  an  RPA  Airman  being  selected  for 
wing  command,  the  Air  Force's  latest  Command  Screening  Board, 
which  met  in  October  2012,  included  categories  for  fighters,  bombers, 
mobility  aircraft,  and  even  Airborne  Warning  and  Control  System  air¬ 
craft  but  did  not  include  a  category  for  RPAs.  Curiously,  only  officers 
who  transferred  from  fighters  to  RPAs  late  in  their  careers  made  this 
year's  command  list.  In  other  words,  they  competed  for  a  command 
slot  within  the  fighter  category.  The  problem  with  that  policy  is  that 
under  current  eligibility  rules,  18X  Airmen  who  spend  their  careers 
flying  RPAs  are  not  eligible  for  consideration.  The  board’s  announce¬ 
ment  letter  established  the  following  recency-of-experience  criterion 
for  command  eligibility:  "Flying:  Minimum  of  50  hours  within  the  last 
7  years  in  category  as  of  1  Aug  2012.  For  example,  in  order  to  com¬ 
mand  a  fighter  group/ wing,  the  member  must  have  flown  50  hours 
minimum  in  a  fighter  aircraft  within  the  past  7  years.  Exception,  offi¬ 
cers  who  have  been  flying  only  training  aircraft  within  the  last  7  years 
may  compete  in  the  category  they  had  previously  flown  in.”24  RPA 
flight  time  did  not  satisfy  the  recency-of-experience  requirement.25 
The  Air  Force  makes  an  exception  for  officers  who  fly  training  aircraft 
but  not  for  RPA  flight  time. 

Even  officers  who  transferred  to  RPAs  from  fighters  late  in  their  ca¬ 
reers  find  themselves  hard  pressed  to  satisfy  the  recency-of-experience 
criterion.  Only  those  who  go  directly  from  fighters  to  command  an 
RPA  squadron  are  eligible  to  compete  for  wing  command,  and  they  can 
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compete  on  just  one  board  because  their  recency  of  fighter  experience 
expires.  The  lack  of  an  RPA  command  category  and  the  enforcement 
of  a  manned-flight  requirement  for  command  serve  to  further  restrict 
the  promotion  bottleneck  put  in  place  by  the  Air  Force's  approach  to 
RPA  basing,  thus  effectively  creating  a  glass  ceiling. 


“Too  Big  to  Fail"  Corporate  Strategy 

As  Rosen's  theory  predicts,  fighter  pilots  have  prioritized  the  pursuit 
of  manned  fighters  ever  since  they  wrested  the  institutional  helm  of 
the  Air  Force  away  from  bomber  pilots  in  the  early  1980s.26  Flush  with 
cash  from  the  Reagan  administration's  213  percent  increase  in  defense 
spending,  they  went  on  a  fourth-generation-fighter  spending  spree, 
adding  over  1,000  platforms  to  the  service's  inventory.27  The  fighter- 
pilot-dominated  leadership  announced  that  the  service  would  hence¬ 
forth  measure  and  express  force  capability  in  terms  of  “fighter  wing 
equivalents.''28 

Subsequently,  the  Air  Force  declared  the  acquisition  of  fifth-generation 
fighters— namely,  the  F-22  and  the  F-35— its  highest  priority.  ACC’s 
Strategic  Plan:  Securing  the  High  Ground,  released  in  March  2012,  not 
only  reaffirms  the  Air  Force’s  commitment  to  acquiring  the  F-35  but 
also  declares  the  development  of  a  sixth-generation  fighter  a  “must.”29 
Tellingly,  the  plan  makes  no  mention  of  RPAs  despite  the  promising 
record  they  have  amassed  over  the  last  decade.30 

Despite  congressional  concern  over  RPA  integration,  the  Air  Force 
has  taken  five  actions  that  suggest  a  reversal  of  remotely  piloted  in¬ 
roads  into  its  predominantly  manned  aircraft  force.31  First,  in  January 
2012,  the  service  announced  that  it  would  discontinue  procurement  of 
the  Global  Hawk  Block  30  and  mothball  its  existing  fleet.  Remarkably, 
the  plan  included  a  provision  to  roll  several  Global  Hawks  currently  in 
production  directly  off  the  assembly  line  into  storage.32  Second,  in  Feb¬ 
ruary  2012,  the  Air  Force  ended  the  Mfi-X  program,  the  linchpin  of  the 
medium-sized  RPA  development  under  the  Unmanned  Aircraft  Systems 
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Flight  Plan.33  Third,  the  Air  Force  halved  its  planned  end  acquisition  of 
MQ_-9  Reapers.  Instead  of  48  in  each  of  the  years  from  2012  to  2017,  the 
service  will  purchase  just  24.  Fourth,  in  February  2013,  the  Air  Force 
revealed  plans  to  cancel  its  Global  Hawk  Block  40  program.  Fifth,  the 
Air  Force  recently  announced  plans  to  "[divest]  the  UAY  (unmanned 
aerial  vehicle)  Battlelab  in  [fiscal  year  201 4],  ”34  Additionally,  it  is  ex¬ 
ploring  ways  to  "revisit"  (i.e.,  reduce)  the  Joint  Requirements  Over¬ 
sight  Council's  directive  for  the  service  to  held  65  remotely  piloted 
combat  air  patrols.35 

These  efforts  are  part  of  what  one  can  call  a  "Too  Big  to  Fail”  corpo¬ 
rate  strategy.36  The  service  has  essentially  linked  its  future  to  one 
manned  combat  platform— the  F-35— while  slowing  the  development 
of  RPAs,  a  potential  alternative.  Unfortunately,  F-35  costs  continue  to 
spiral  upwards,  making  the  jet  increasingly  unaffordable.  Moreover,  at¬ 
tempting  to  make  the  fighter  too  big  to  fail  has  ironically  rendered  the 
program  a  bigger  target  for  cuts,  given  the  impending  fiscal  austerity. 
Few  people  believe  that  the  F-35  program  will  escape  substantial  re¬ 
ductions.  In  fact,  if  the  Joint  Strike  Fighter  suffers  the  same  fate  as  the 
F-22  and  the  B-2,  then  the  Air  Force  will  receive  less  than  one-fourth  of 
its  planned  purchase.37 


Learning  from  the  1950s 

During  a  speech  in  2009,  General  Schwartz  insightfully  observed 
that  the  Air  Force  is  at  a  point  of  inflection:  "Now,  it  is  clear  that  we 
must  reconsider  the  relationship  between  people,  machines,  and  the 
air.  The  technology  that  initially  allowed  us  to  slip  'the  surly  bonds  of 
Earth'  has  progressed  to  the  point  where  pilots  on  the  ground  can  now 
remotely  operate  highly  capable,  highly  maneuverable,  and  highly  ver¬ 
satile  unmanned  vehicles.”38  The  general  noted  that  the  Air  Force 
faced  a  similar  choice  50  years  ago:  “There  was  a  time  when  some  in 
our  Air  Force  thought  that  missiles  and  other  unmanned  vehicles  were 
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not  a  good  fit  into  our  core  mission,  and  thus  had  no  place  in  our  Ser¬ 
vice,”  Schwartz  said.  "We  seek  to  learn  from  our  shortcomings,  and  to 
avoid  them  in  the  future;  but,  the  storied  history  of  the  United  States 
Air  Force  suggests  that  much  of  what  we  have  done  are  things  that  we 
do  want  to  repeat”  (emphasis  in  original).39 

In  the  1950s,  the  "bomber  mafia,"  led  by  Gen  Curtis  E.  LeMay,  com¬ 
mander  of  Strategic  Air  Command  (SAC),  dominated  the  service.  The 
bomber  was  more  than  a  weapon  to  LeMay.  In  the  words  of  one  histo¬ 
rian,  it  represented  "a  fighting  machine  to  which  he  was  deeply  wed¬ 
ded  emotionally,  an  arm  in  which  he  had  unshakable  faith.”40  The  gen¬ 
eral  predicted  that  the  Atlas,  America's  first  ICBM,  would  be  an 
extravagant  boondoggle  and  not  perform  as  anticipated:  "Missiles,  he 
argued,  would  gain  only  a  'satisfactory  state  of  reliability'  after  long 
and  bitter  experience  in  the  held."'41  The  catch-22,  of  course,  was  that 
LeMay  consistently  put  ballistic  missiles  last  among  SAC's  funding  pri¬ 
orities;  consequently,  the  Atlas  wouldn't  get  a  chance  to  gain  the  "long 
and  bitter  experience  in  the  held”  that  he  demanded.  The  general 
fanned  the  embers  of  resistance  among  the  bomber  coterie,  who  occu¬ 
pied  virtually  all  of  the  service's  leadership  spots. 

Lortunately,  a  visionary  leader— Gen  Thomas  D.  White— recognized 
the  ICBM's  promise  and  in  May  1954,  over  LeMay's  heated  objection, 
hoisted  the  missile  to  the  top  of  the  service’s  priority  list  for  research 
and  development.42  Six  months  later,  he  declared  that  the  Atlas  pro¬ 
gram  should  have  as  its  immediate  objective  the  achievement  of  an 
initial  ICBM  operational  capability,  thus  making  production  as  well  as 
research  and  development  the  Air  Lorce's  top  priority.43 

Interestingly,  White  was  not  a  bomber  pilot.  He  spent  much  of  his 
career  as  an  attache,  a  specialty  that  considers  flying  secondary  duty. 
His  nontraditional  background  made  him  more  willing  to  discount  or¬ 
ganizational  costs  associated  with  adopting  the  ICBM.  General  White 
made  the  tough,  unpopular  decision  to  prioritize  the  ICBM— even 
though  it  irritated  the  pilot-dominated  establishment— because  he  was 
convinced  that  doing  so  would  benefit  the  United  States.  He  remem- 
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bered  “telling  the  Air  Staff  on  many  occasions  that  the  build-up  in  stra¬ 
tegic  missiles  .  .  .  was  not  good  for  the  traditional  Air  Force  but  it  was 
vital  for  the  nation.”44 

Lemay,  however,  remained  resolutely  opposed  to  diverting  money 
from  his  bombers  to  missiles,  outlining  his  position  in  a  1955  letter:  “It 
is  my  firm  belief  that  the  manned  bomber  must  be  the  backbone  of 
our  offense  for  some  time  to  come.  .  .  .  Various  missile  programs 
should  be  re-examined  to  eliminate  as  many  as  is  necessary  to  provide 
the  funds  for  extension  of  our  bomber  capability.”45  In  June  1956,  he 
told  Congress,  “We  believe  that  in  the  future  the  situation  will  remain 
the  same  as  it  has  in  the  past,  and  that  is  a  bomber  force  well- 
equipped,  determined,  well-trained,  will  penetrate  any  defense  system 
that  can  be  devised."46  LeMay  later  proclaimed,  “I  think  any  force  that 
has  manned  weapons  systems  at  its  disposal  will  certainly  have  the  ad¬ 
vantage  over  one  that  chose  to  go  to  an  unmanned  system.”47 

White  remained  steadfast,  lecturing  the  Air  Staff:  “Ballistic  missiles 
are  here  to  stay— you  need  to  realize  that  and  get  on  with  it.”48  He  told 
the  Air  War  College  that  “we  see  too  few  examples  of  really  creative, 
logical,  far-sighted  thinking  in  the  Air  Force  these  days.  It  seems  to  me 
that  our  people  are  merely  trying  to  find  new  ways  of  saying  the  same 
old  things  about  air  power  without  considering  whether  they  need 
changing  to  meet  new  situations  and  without  considering  the  need  for 
new  approaches  to  new  problems.”49 

In  June  1957,  General  White  convened  a  board  of  senior  officers 
chaired  by  Lt  Gen  Donald  Putt,  the  deputy  chief  of  staff  for  develop¬ 
ment,  to  review  and  assess  the  prospects  for  integrating  missiles  into 
the  service.  Putt  reported  a  “lack  of  Air  Force  interest  and  understand¬ 
ing  by  most  top-level  officers”  when  it  came  to  missiles.50  White  called 
a  “come-to-Jesus  meeting”  with  his  top  generals  on  30  September  1957 
and  scolded  them  for  their  negative  attitude  towards  missiles:  “The  se¬ 
nior  Air  Force  officer's  dedication  to  the  airplane  is  deeply  ingrained, 
and  rightly  so  but  we  must  never  permit  this  to  result  in  a  battleship 
attitude.  We  cannot  afford  to  ignore  the  basic  precept  that  all  truths 
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change  with  time.”51  General  White  declared  that  the  Air  Force  should 
remain  flexible  and  ready  to  adopt  superior  technologies,  noting  that 
money  limitations  would  not  permit  both  the  acquisition  of  ICBMs  and 
indefinite  funding  to  maintain  the  current  inventory  of  manned  nu¬ 
clear  bombers.  Additionally,  White  warned  that  ever-improving  Soviet 
antiaircraft  missile  capability  would  continue  to  reduce  the  effective¬ 
ness  of  the  manned  nuclear  bomber:  "With  the  advent  of  the  guided 
missile,  the  US  Air  Force  is  in  a  critical  era  of  its  existence.  It  is  essen¬ 
tial  that  we  all  pull  together  in  the  effort  to  properly  utilize  this  family 
of  new  weapon  systems  for  the  defense  of  our  Nation.”52 

The  general  recognized  the  difficulty  of  convincing  the  old  guard  to 
change;  thus,  in  April  1958,  anticipating  that  the  Atlas  would  shortly 
attain  initial  operational  capability,  he  ordered  the  creation  of  a  new 
career  held  for  missilemen.  He  issued  strict  instructions  that  the  new 
guided-missile  insignia  not  include  pilot  wings  of  any  kind.53  Next,  af¬ 
ter  seeing  a  disproportionate  number  of  bomber  pilots  on  the  promo¬ 
tion  list  for  brigadier  general,  White  returned  the  list  to  LeMay,  who 
had  moved  from  SAC  to  vice-chief,  with  directions  that  the  Air  Staff 
produce  a  more  equitable  distribution.54  General  White  intended  to 
prevent  a  stacked  deck  against  the  fledgling  weapon  system. 

His  inspired  leadership  helped  avert  a  glass  ceiling  for  missilemen. 
Although  excess  pilots  initially  staffed  the  missiles,  by  1964— four 
years  after  the  first  ICBM  squadrons  became  operational— the  Air 
Force  had  stood  up  six  missile  wings,  ensuring  operators  of  the  new 
weapon  system  a  viable  path  for  promotion  to  senior  ranks.55 


Conclusion 

The  establishment  of  new  promotion  paths  to  senior  ranks  consti¬ 
tutes  an  important,  if  not  indispensable,  prerequisite  for  shepherding 
innovative  technology  and  new  ways  of  fighting.  Accordingly,  the  Air 
Force  should  break  the  RPA  glass  ceiling  by  (1)  creating  an  RPA  cate¬ 
gory  for  Command  Screening  Boards,  (2)  eliminating  the  recent 
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manned-flight  requirement  for  command  selection,  and  (3)  rebalanc¬ 
ing  the  distribution  of  wing-command  opportunities  to  break  the 
power  of  vested  interests. 

National  security  demands  that  we  break  this  glass  ceiling.  As  Gen¬ 
eral  Schwartz  observed,  "Those  who  are  able  to  capture  and  embrace 
technology  have  a  significant  advantage  over  those  who  have  not.”56  If 
the  Air  Force  fails  to  lead  the  future  of  remotely  piloted  airpower, 
then  the  other  services  and/or  our  adversaries  will  assume  that  re¬ 
sponsibility.57  © 
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